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Gotipua is the name given to a class of boy dancers in Orissa who, 
dressed as girls, perform the traditional classical Odissi dance. These 
young acolyte dancers have been, albeit unconsciously, of great service 
to the continuation of the tradition thus in a sense, making possible 
the revival of the classical Odissi style in its present form. It is interest- 
ing to learn that some of the prominent Odissi gurus of today were 


Gotipua dancers in their youth. 


It is believed that this tradition came into being at the time of the 
great saint and singer Chaitanya. Chaitanya’s religious discourses 
greatly influenced the masses. Vaishnavism spread all over Orissa during 
the reign of King Purushottam Deva. In 1447 A.D. Purushottam Deva’s 
son, Prataprudra Deva, was ruling over Orissa. He was a devout Vaish- 
nava king and ordered that only the Gita Govind text should be sung in 
the temple of Jagannath at Puri. It was Ramananda Pattanaik, his 
Minister, who was mainly responsible for this measure. The Minister 
had given up his Governorship of Rajahamundry after he came in close 
contact with Chaitanya. The Saint had changed the course of his life. 
Pattanaik then devoted the rest of his life in the service of Lord Jagan- 
nath and later came to be known as Ramananda Raya. 
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Sakhi Bhava 

Vaishnavism brought in its wake the cult of Sakhi Bhava, the 
religious belief propounding that God could be approached only 
through ecstatic devotion as in the manner of the gopis who worshipped 
Lord Krishna. The story of the preacher Gonsaiji and his encounter 
with the Vaishnava Saint, Meera, is often quoted to illustrate the cardinal 
belief of this cult in which the Lord alone is Purush (male), and all devotees 
gopis. Gonsaiji had taken so strict a vow of celibacy that he would not 
look upon the face of any woman. If he had to meet a woman, he could 
only do so with a screen between them. When he learnt that Saint Meera 
had arrived in Vraja, he went to mect her, but was careful to keep the 
screen between them. Meera reminded him of the cardinal principle of 
the Sakhi cult and that she believed there was only one Purush in Vraja— 
the land of the gopis. She maintained that if Gonsaiji had remained 
Purush in spite of staying in Vraja, his bhakti (devotion) must have 
made him oblivious of the fact that Lord Krishna alone is Purush. On 
hearing these words of sarcasm from Meera, Gonsaiji realised his folly and 
touched the fect of Meera. | 


Ramananda Raya was a devout Vaishnava of this extreme cult and 
encouraged worship according to Sakhi Bhava. It was he who intro- 
duced the custom of the temple dances being performed by boys dressed 
as girls and not by women, as was the custom elsewhere. 


Seven Streets, Akhadas, Gymnasia 

Such were the origins of Gotipua dancers but historically speaking, 
Gotipuas as an established class only came into existence during the 
time of the Bhoi King, Ramachandra Deva in 1600 A.D. 
almost two hundred years later. Ramachandra Deva was a great devotee 
of Lord Jagannath and personally supervised the rituals connected 
with the temple. He considered it his prime duty to protect the temple 
and the town from intruders and regulated the rituals of sebayatas, the 
class of priests performing seva — services — in the temple. He built, 
near the temple, seven streets for these sebayatas. There were several 
categories among the priest-hood of which one was that of the Gotipuas. 


Ramachandra Deva’s interest in physical culture resulted in the 


establishment of Gymnasia in several parts of the town. These Gymnasia 
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were like clubs — akhadas — which also became the centre of cultural 
activities. It was in these akhadas that Gotipua artistes were taught 
dancing. Several Gotipua dancers were attached to cach akhada, and 
hence the name Akhada Pila for Gotipua dancers. To this day 
there is an unbroken tradition of Akhada Pilas belonging to pro- 
fessional Gotipua troupes. Generally such groups are conducted by a 
particular guru. 


Arduous Training 

The training in physical culture and dancing for the chosen boys 
begins at the age of seven and continues till the approach of adolescence 
when the boys lose their delicate appearance. Generally they do not 
perform as Gotipuas after eighteen but they then become conductors or 
teachers and continue teaching Odissi dance. While supple, the young 
boys are taught various bends and acrobatics, their bodies being trained 
through difficult physical disciplines. The training is rounded off with 
music, singing and the playing of drums. 


An. essential feature ee their dancing is the singing which accom- 
panies the dance. Hence great emphasis is placed on the cultivation of 
breath control, as singing while dancing simultaneously, is very 
strenuous. Now-a-days however, very few of the boys sing while 


they dance. 


A remarkable feature of their dancing is the use of several bandhas — 
acrobatic feats — which are now not performed by Odissi dancers though 
they are mentioned in various palm-leaf manuscripts pertaining to dance. 
Some of the karanas mentioned in Bharata’s Natyashastra are thus found 
in vogue in Odissi dance. Thus, barring these bandhas their repertoire is 
the same as in Odissi dance, making use of various pada bhedas, bhangis, 


beli hastas etc. 


It is necessary to remember that it was with the advent of the Goti- — 
pua dancer that Odissi dance came out of the temple precincts and began 
being performed in public. If we are fortunate enough to see Odissi 
asa part of the repertoire of present-day dancers, itis largely due to these 
acolytes who carried on the art and preserved the tradition. 
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Festivals and Fairs 
Two religious festivals of importance are linked with the tradi- 


tional Gotipua dance which can be witnessed on these occasions in Orissa. 
One is the Chaidan Jatra and the other, Jhoolan Jatra. Besides these two 
festivals they perform at several social gatherings. On the occasion | 
of Chandan Jatra the Gotipuas give a performance on water, on the 
chappo — boat — at the time the Lord is taken out in a procession to 
Chandan Pokhri—the tank—for an immersion in sandal-paste after which 
commences a ceremonial boat ride. Chandan Jatra begins on the third 
day of Vaisakh on Akshya Tritiye (May) and continues for twenty-one. 
days. Each night there are orders from the officiating priest of the temple 
for a particular Gotipua dancer to perform on the boat before the deity. 
The boat is a float constructed on two boats with a red canopy over the 
dance-area. | 
Make-up and Costumes 

Abhinaya Chandrika, an important palm-leaf manuscript in 
Sanskrit text, but with an Oriya script ¢ommentary, written by 
Maheshwar Mahapatra, in the 17th Century, refers to the make-up and 
costumes required for Gotipua dancers. One of the manuscripts is in 
the possession of the present-day guru of Odissi dance, Kavichandra 
Shri Kalicharan Pattanaik, of Cuttack. The make-up indicated gene- 
rally, is a buff colour base in powder-form which is applied on the face, 
collyrium is used to darken and elongate the eyes and eye-brows. A 
decorative pattern called gorachana, of a creeper like design, is painted 
on the forehead and encircles the eye-brows and runs down on to the 
cheeks. A beauty spot in the shape of a fly is placed on the chin. A tika 
or tilak mark on the forehead also adds beauty to the delicate face. Typical 
flower arrangement, specially devised for the hair-do, is called pushpa- 
chuda in the Abhinaya Chandrika. Two other types of flower arrange- 
ments are ardha-baktaka — semi-circular — and kati-beni — a single plait 
hanging down the back. 


? ahes ce i 
Photographs: P. 35 Chandan Yatra showing the ceremonial boat on which the dance is per- 
formed in front of the deity. Musicians’ boat in background. P. 36. Palm-leaf manuscripts 
showing details of hair-styles, jewellery and acrobatic poses. : 
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A large number of ornaments were previously used by Gotipuas, 
as can be gathered from the several names mentioned in Abhinaya 
Chandrika. But now-a-days the dancers use very few of them. Chandra, 
alaka, ketaka, are the names of some of those ornaments used for the 
head. For the ears, kiipa are worn. Gotipuas also use several necklaces 
_ known by a variety of names such as chapasari and padatilaka. The arms 
are adorned. with tayita and karakanankan for the wrists. Around the 


waist are tied bengapatia — the silver belts. 


For the costume, traditionally, the pattasari made of indigenous 
silk of bright colours, generally in some shades of red and nine yards in 
length, was worn. The kanchula or blouse, was also of a bright colour 
on which were sewn imitation stones. A length of cloth draped the 
hips and was tied in front, embellished with frills and was known as 
nivibandh and the cord called jobha, with tassels at both ends, was tied 
like a waist-band. Of late the jobha is not in vogue. This costume 
was similar to that used by the maharis-devdasis — the women temple 
dancers, in the past, the difference being in the manner of wearing the 
sari. The pattasari was worn tightly and it had an equal length of 
material on both sides which was caught up and tied in a knot near the 


navel. 


Many changes in costume have been brought about now. The 
blouse is sometimes of shining glossy satin or velvet material. Instead 
of the traditional pattasari a piece of bright coloured silk is used. There 
is however, some traditional order maintained. The Gotipua is still 
dressed as a girl. And finally the anklets are tied on by the guru and the 


dancer is then ready for performance. 


He is brought in to the akhada and must first pay his obeisance to 
the Lord, after which he touches the feet of the guru. When the Deity 


is brought in a palanquin in procession to the Chandan Pokhri, the dancer 





Photographs: P. 37. Gotipuia dancer perforiing in temple courtyard during the Chandan 
Yatra Festival. P 38. Left:  Gotipua showing abhinaya during an AXkhada ghar 


performance. Right: Abhinaya interpreting Chandan Yatra song; note ornaments. 
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is allowed to enter the boat and, under the light of torches fixed in two 
stands in the boat, he dances before the sacred image. The guru plays 
the pakhawaj and a singer accompanies the dancer, these musicians 
occupying other boats. The theme is either from the Puranas or from 
Gita Govinda. Often during the abalaya or abhinaya — expressional 
dance — the dancer himself sings as he dances. The dancing continues 
till the boat reaches the bank once again after the ceremonial boat-ride 
round the tank. | 


Often Gotipuas perform in the court-yards of certain temples. 
For their services they receive some dakshina or offering. During Jhoolan 
Yatra for instance, Gotipuas dance at the mukti mandap or jhoola mandap. 


Past Patronage | 

At first Gotipuas received patronage from the akhada ghars and 
the religious maths. Certain Zamindar families also maintained Got- 
pua parties for the entertainment of guests. The akhadas were established 
in several districts of Puri and Ganjam. It was in these districts that the 
akhadas flourished and patronage from local Zamindars was forthcoming. 


After Ramachandra Deva’s rule, the next 300 years in Orissa was 
a period of turmoil for the State. Having lost its independence it was 
ruled in succession by Pathans, Moghuls, Marathas and the British. 
These turbulent changes affected the religious, social and cultural life of 
the people. During the last century several other influences corrupted 
the dance of the Gotipuas, in particular the Sakhi Nach of the southern - 
districts of Orissa. This dance belonged to the neighbouring Telugu 
regions. It was a voluptuous and sensuous dance of the devdasis and 
was imitated by the boys who performed the Sakhi Nach, which in turn 
influenced the Gotipua’s dance, which lost much of its intrinsic beauty. 
To compete with touring Jatra theatrical companies and to please their 
patrons, an increasing vulgarity crept into the art of the Gotipuas. The 
latest danger of corruption is from the cinema and often the original 
Gotipua dance is completely disguised under a hotchpotch of so-called 
“film” dancing. 


What we see today is unfortunately, a form of dance that has come 
to us in a degenerate state. Indeed it is a poor imitation of Odissi dance. 
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Luckily however, the present gurus of Odissi dance were Gotipuas trained 
during a period before decay had set in. Their efforts to save the dance, 
to reshape it and give it a new lease of life are very welcome. They 
are the torch-bearers of an unbroken tradition handed down in the tradi- 
tional guru-shishya parampara. Foremost amongst them are the pupils 
of the late Guru Mohan Mahapatra — Shri Pankajcharan Das, Shri Debu 
Prasad Das and Shri Kelucharan Mahapatra, winner of the Sangeet Natak 
Akademi Award for Odissi Dance. 


Text of Gotipua Songs 


Chandan Yatra 


Shyama sundara sindhoo manthi 
payilaki sambhara 


Nohile Koobera Devabara-soonashira 


hoyipare dootara. 


Mo mana heuchi Narendra sara ye 
sara heba kshira-sagara 


Capa chalebale pakai Mandara 
manthilaki_ nandakishora. 


Koustoobha mani ramanimaniki 
apane kala angikara, 


Banamali bole nilakandarare 


hari karibeki bihara. 


O Shyam, the essence of Beauty eternal, 

what treasures didst thou churn out of the ocean 
that the God of Wealth and the King of all 

the Gods, crowned in gold, do carry 

a bit of thy wealth as messengers for ages. 

Lake Narendra to me is now 

that vasty ocean of sweetest milk, 
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the boat is Mandara mountain that churns 
supreme ecstacy from earthly waters. 

Thou didst accept the Koustoobha 

and didst embrace the acme 

of women — it all happens in me once again— 
and I, Banamali the humble poct, wait 

when in the blue cave of my heart 

Thou shalt tread, oh god of gods. 


Jhoolan Yatra 


Jhooluchanti nikoonja kanane go Sajani, Radhamohana, 
Cahinle mohooci mana 

Nohooci netra patana 

Ki Jatane khanjichi bimana go. 

Bedhina coukati Jane Jhoolauchanti khati camara 
Pankha alata ke dharanti pratihari samooha 
Ghenina biharanti khatichanti taroolatamane, Sajani. 
Ghoti ghana ghana prabha 

Cancala Yamini abha 

Shara Jhara barashe Jiwana 

Nila gagane cahin keki nrtyakarayi 

Sari, sooka, pika hi mangala geeta gayi 

Poorita ye unmada garjana. 


Behold; the enchanter of Radha’s heart swings in the bower! 

Bewitched are the eyelids and mind 

to see Him swing in celestial rhythm. 

How elegant is the ornate swing 
surrounded by nature herself! 

The creatures gives it a swing, 

Flowers keeps on fanning it, 

Cloud spreads its canopy 

and Lightening offers its eager flames; 

Showers come down on the 

deeper sky of His body, 

inspiring the peahen to dance with joy, 
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and the birds to sing psalms. 


Ah, the ecstatic chorus! f i how St Sthro Hos i in . Nature! 
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